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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 1 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

It is an especially sunny and warm autumn...

As you approach the farm commune, you're greeted by the sight of a group of mice going about their daily tasks. They're smaller than your average mouse, but their kindness and warmth are palpable. You can see the community's gardens in the background, with various plants and herbs growing abundantly.

The mice stop what they're doing and look up as you approach, their bright eyes studying you curiously. They have an air of wisdom about them. You see they wear quality clothing, - made from fuzzy milkweed stalk yarn. From their dwellings and clothes they strongly seem to live in harmony with the land (their homes are built into the side of a large hill).

A few of the mice scamper over to you, their tiny hands extended in greeting. They chitter softly, introducing themselves as members of the commune.

One of the mice, who introduces herself as Lily, offers to give you a tour of the commune. You follow her through the main entrance, a large hole in the side of the hill that's been reinforced with wooden beams. Inside, it's surprisingly warm and cozy.

The walls of the tunnels are lined with soft moss, providing insulation and cushioning against the rough earth. Lanterns made from hollowed-out gourdes and clay filled with oil provide dim, but sufficient light. Lily leads you past several rooms, each one serving a different purpose.

You see a room filled with neatly organized piles of fruits and vegetables, another one with tiny looms and spinning wheels where the mice seem to be making their clothing, and yet another one that serves as a sleeping quarters, with small beds made from milkweed plumes and knit milkweed stalk yarn.

As you continue your tour, Lily takes you to the heart of the commune: the dining hall. It's a large, open space, with several long tables made from rough-hewn wood. The air is filled with the mouth-watering aroma of a simmering stew, made with a variety of wildcrafted herbs and vegetables.

Lily invites you to take a seat at one of the tables, and soon several other mice join you, each carrying a steaming bowl of stew and a hunk of freshly baked whole grain bread. You notice the care and attention that has been put into the preparation of the meal.

The stew is a hearty concoction of root vegetables, curly kale, and a rich, savory broth infused with a blend of fragrant herbs. You can detect the subtle flavors of thyme, marjoram, sea salt and cilantro, each herb adding its own unique depth to the dish.

The bread, too, is a marvel. Warm and fresh, it has a crust that crackles softly as you break it apart, revealing a tender, yielding center. It's been made with a mix of whole spelt and rye flour, giving it a nutty, complex flavor that complements the stew perfectly.

As you take a bite of the stew, you savor the various textures and flavors. The wild carrots and cattail roots are fibrous and filling, while the curly kale is succulent. The herbs add a depth of flavor that elevates the dish, making it truly memorable.

As you enjoy your meal, you notice the camaraderie and warmth that exists among the mice. They laugh and chat animatedly, sharing stories and anecdotes from their day-to-day lives. It's clear that they take great pride in their community and the work that they do.

These mice are a peaceful and welcoming bunch, with a strong emphasis on cooperation and communal living. 

After the meal, Lily leads you to a small chamber adjacent to the dining hall. It's a cozy space, with a few cushions scattered about and a small fire crackling in the hearth. She explains that this is where the commune holds their meetings and gatherings.

As you settle into the cushions, Lily offers you a cup of herbal tea, made from a blend of wildcrafted mint, wildcrafted chamomile, and lemon balm. The tea is soothing and fragrant, with a slightly sweet taste like there's a touch of wild raw honey in it.

As you sip your tea, Lily begins to tell you the story of the mouse commune, called the 'Beechnut Band.' She speaks of how they first came to this land, seeking a place where they could live in tranquility and harmony with nature. She speaks of how they found this place hidden away in the hills, and she speaks of how over time, they built their community up into having vast stockpiles of abundant goods in the stock cellars - from early on adapting to live off the land diligently and to use its resources wisely.

Lily's gentle voice is soft and soothing as she reprises the story of the commune, her words paint a vivid picture of a group of mice in solidarity to progress to a better existence. The fire in the hearth casts a warm, gentle glow over the room, making you feel comfortable and at ease.

The tea warms your belly as you listen to Lily's tale, the herbal flavors mixing together on your tongue. You feel captivated by the sense of community and cooperation that exists among the mice.

As Lily finishes her story, she looks at you with a warm smile. "We are always looking for new members to join our commune," she says. "Would you consider staying with us and becoming a part of our community?" You consider her offer for a moment.

"I'd love to stay with you!" You reply.

Lily's face lights up with joy and excitement at your response. "Wonderful!" she exclaims. "I believe you will find our commune to be a place of acceptance and growth. We have much to teach you, and I imagine you have much to offer us as well."

You are shown to a cozy little private room with a few already lit beechnut oil lanterns, a desk, a locked trunk and a cushy bed. The air is warm from the flickering fireplace and has a scent of freshly hewn cedarwood. The bed is plush and soft, with fluffy comforters made from milkweed fibers, and you immediately retire for the night in your cozy, quiet, secluded new abode - falling asleep almost instantly.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 2 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The next day, everyone gathers together to share their thoughts and feelings in a safe and supportive morning meeting over breakfast, as usual. 

Acorn porridge seasoned with anise hyssop and maple syrup is still steaming hot in some other mice's red clay bowls on the table, although you are finished except for your satisfyingly large earthenware mug of morning green tea as Lily explains you are going to have a full tour of the commune gardens and buildings today. 

After the meal, you wash your paws, face and whiskers, and then Lily gives you a large twill knapsack packed with beechnuts, acorn cakes, dried strawberries, seeds of various kinds with labels on their packaging, brass binoculars, a twill tent, tools, paper, pencils, twine, and other art supplies, including a simple wooden flute and also a set of brass keys and a shiny brass magnifying glass. "This is a gift!" Lily exclaims, excitedly. We want you to have this as a celebration of our new found friendship. You matter and you are precious. We hope you like it!

Lily leads you on a tour of the rest of the commune. You pass by cozy little homes, each one unique and made from natural materials such as wood, straw, cobblestones and clay. The mice show you their library, filled with books on a variety of subjects including agriculture, herbalism, astronomy, sophisticated arts and philosophy.

After bringing you outside Lily leads you through a sunny, grassy meadow path to the bank of a craig with leaves of grass hanging over into the water in big tufts that look like waves. Lily then explains that you may come and go as you please, and that taking a birchbark canoe up and down the almost still but gently flowing stream is the best way to get around in the Melody Forest. Lily, smiling, let's you know she thinks you're handsome and polite and that she is glad to be your friend now.

As you continue your tour, Lily introduces you to some of the other mice in the commune. You meet Bunches, a skilled metalsmith who crafts beautiful tools from recycled metal. He shows you his forge, where sparks fly as he hammers away at a hot piece of iron.

The scent of burning wood and hot metal fills your nostrils as you approach Bunches' forge. He works with precision and skill, his movements fluid and confident. After you approach and stand to watch him, Bunches gruffly introduces himself as a handyman and carpenter. He gives you a small gift - a beautifully crafted, intricately designed keychain made from recycled brass metal.

You and Lily continue your journey again right after this as Bunches is rather busy at the moment. 

Lily leads you along grassy pathways as she describes her fondness of the Melody Forest. Lily leads you to a small orchard filled with wild apple, pear, and cherry trees. The trees are heavy with fruit, and the mice are busy harvesting the ripe plumpling orbs with grace. You see some of them climbing the trees to pick the fruit, while others collect the fallen fruit from the ground.

The mice welcome you warmly as you enter the orchard, their faces flushed with the exertion of their work. They offer you a basket, encouraging you to help yourself to the delicious fruit. You gratefully accept, plucking a few juicy apples from the branches.

As you take a bite of one of the sweet, juicy apples, you notice that it's unlike any apple you've ever tasted before. It's incredibly flavorful, delightfully sour with notes of raw honey. Clearly, the mice have been using their knowledge of organic, regenerative fertilizers to enhance the taste of their fruit.

Soon, after strolling through the orchards and meeting various mice of the commune, Lily invites you to join the mice in a late lunch feast. They have prepared an enormous buffet of vegetarian dishes, all made with the freshest ingredients from their gardens and the surrounding forest. The table is laden with an array of delectable dishes, each one more tantalizing than the last. There are roasted root vegetables infused and slathered with a savory marinade made from wild herbs, and hearty salads made with tender greens and tangy vinaigrettes. The mice invite you to take a seat at the table, and you eagerly concur. As you eat, you notice how the mice take turns serving each other before themselves, ensuring that everyone gets a fair share of the delicious food.

As you watch the mice serve each other, a small, younger mouse named Doodles scurries over to you with a plate piled high with food. "Here you go, friend!" Doodles exclaims, offering you the plate with a warm smile.

As you take the plate from Doodles, you feel a sense of warmth and belonging in this community of mice. The food is delicious, bursting with flavors you've never experienced before. The roasted wild carrot roots are chewy and savory, with hints of rosemary and thyme that elevate their natural mild flavor. The salads are refreshing and colorful - the wild herbs, sea salt, pepper and beechnut oil drizzled all over providing a burst of flavor that well complements the tender greens.

As you continue to enjoy the feast, Lily offers you a steaming cup of herbal tea, made from a blend of wildcrafted beach rose flowers and spearmint leaves. The tea is fragrant and soothing, with a delicate floral-spearmint taste that lingers on your tongue.

You take a sip of the tea, feeling the warmth spread through your chest as you do so. The mice continue to eat and converse, their voices a pleasant hum in the background. As you look around the table, you see acts of kindness being exchanged between the mice.

One mouse offers a fresh bowl of their food to another, who had dropped their own plate. Another mouse shares their cup of tea with a neighbor, ensuring they both have enough to drink. The atmosphere is one of generosity and community, and you feel moved by the warmth and kindness of these fuzzy beings.

As the sun begins to set, casting a warm golden glow over the orchard, Lily announces that it's time for the evening's entertainment. She leads you and the other mice to a nearby clearing, where a group of musicians are setting up their instruments. The musicians are a diverse bunch, hailing from all corners of the forest.

They play an enchanting array of instruments, from hand-carved wooden flutes to delicately crafted harps. As the music begins to play, you notice that the mice have started to dance, their bodies moving gracefully in time with the rhythm of the xylophone percussion. Lily invites you to join them, and you gladly accept.

As you dance with the other mice, you feel a sense of joy and connection to these beings. They move with such fluidity and grace, their small bodies twirling and leaping in the air. You do your best to mimic their movements, laughing as you stumble and slip on the soft grass beneath your feet.

The musicians play a lively jig, and the mice cheer and clap along as they dance. You notice that some of the mice have begun to form a circle, their arms linked together as they grin and stomp their feet and sway their hips.

You move to join the circle, and Lily takes your hand, leading you in the dance. The steps are simple, and the energy of the circle is alluring, and you find yourself laughing and dancing in ecstatic transport. The other mice cheer you on, encouraging you, cheering for you to let loose and enjoy yourself.

After what feels like nearly an hour of dancing and merriment, the music begins to wind down, and the mice start to make their way back to the table. You follow suit, feeling a pleasant tiredness settle over you. As you take your seat, Doodles appears at your side with another plate piled high with food.

"Here you go, friend!" Doodles exclaims, offering you the plate with a warm smile. "I thought you might be hungry after all that dancing." You thank Doodles and take the plate, your mouth watering at the sight of the delicious-looking food. The spread before you is even more impressive than before.

A steaming hot bowl of decadent wild mushroom, parsnip and ramp soup catches your eye, the aroma of the earthy mushrooms and fragrant ramps wafting up to your nose.

Beside the soup, you gawk at a vibrant quinoa salad with roasted beets, wild carrots, summer savory, coarse sea salt, and toasted pumpkin seeds - the colors of the roots contrasts nicely with the hues of the quinoa.

As you take a bite of the slightly sweet, nutty quinoa salad, you notice a tangy dressing made from apple cider vinegar and fresh herbs, which adds a nice acidity to the dish. 

Next to the salad, there is a plate of stuffed dumplings, bulging with a savory mixture of onions, great northern beans, garlic, chive, cilantro, and squash. They are savory, salty and mouthwateringly delicious.

The main course is followed by an assortment of delectable vegetable side dishes. There are tender stalks of asparagus, steamed to perfection and drizzled with a rich sauce of simmered shallots, white wine, cilantro, beechnut oil and freshly squeezed lemon juice.

As you savor each bite, you notice that the mice are exchanging small, thoughtful gifts with one another. Lily presents you with a small, hand-woven pouch made of soft, fragrant sweetgrass. "I made this for you," she says, her voice filled with warmth. The other gift package was from all of us, but this one is from me.

Inside the pouch, you find a small collection of dried herbs, including lavender, chamomile, and spearmint. The scent is calming and soothing, and you feel grateful for Lily's thoughtful gift.

You open your mouth to thank Lily, but she has already moved on to present her next gift. She gives a beautifully painted stone to one of the other mice, who exclaims in delight and thanks her profusely.

The mice continue to exchange gifts, each one seemingly more thoughtful and unique than the previous. Doodles presents you with a small clay pot, decorated with intricate patterns and natural pearled-ash glaze in a deep, red hue. "I made this myself," he says, warmly, with his chest puffing out with pride. "It's perfect for holding your herbs."

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 3 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

As the evening wears on, the mice begin to tell stories of their travels up and down the nearby stream. They speak of art performances they've attended, distant lands they've explored, and festivals they've attended.

The mice's stories are captivating, and you find yourself leaning in, eager to hear more. One mouse tells of a time when they stumbled upon a group of musicians performing by the light of the moon in the clearing of a wilderness thicket. Another speaks of finding a hidden grove of choice wild mushrooms, deep in the forest.

As the stories continue, one mouse offers to help clear the table. The mice seem to truly care for one another, and you feel a sense of warmth and belonging in their presence.

As the mice continue to share their stories, you notice that one of them, a small mouse named Chirp, has a particularly captivating way of speaking. Chirp tells the tale of a time when she and a group of her friends discovered a hidden herb festival deep in the woods.

Chirp's eyes sparkle as she recounts the story, and you can't help but be drawn in by her enthusiasm. She describes the vibrant array of herbs on display, the knowledgeable herbalists sharing their expertise, and the vibration of harmony and ease that glowed from the festival.

As Chirp speaks, you notice that the other mice are listening just as intently as you are, their eyes wide with fascination. It's clear that Chirp's story has touched something within them, and you feel a sense of a fondness for the account.

The mice's stories continue, and the accounts of various exciting happenings and wonders in the countryside builds up an inner allure for rural life. 

After the conversation wanes to a murmur and then a long silent pause, a thin, tall and nimble mouse named Squeak chimes in. Squeak, with a twinkle in his eye, suggests that you join him on a journey to explore the wonders of the stream. 

Eager to see what the stream has to offer, you agree and follow Squeak as he skillfully navigates the terrain. He explains he is an adept at celestial navigation, and that he loves to make maps in his study. Squeak leads you to a small boat, made of birch bark and adorned with painted stars and constellations. You step into the boat, marveling at its craftsmanship, and Squeak takes his place at the helm.

As you set off down the stream, you are surrounded by the soothing sounds of the flowing water and the picturesque, quaint grassy overhangs of the banks. Squeak steers the canoe with skilled paddle strokes, pointing out various plants and animals along the way. 

The boat glides smoothly over the water, and you start to feel a sense of tranquility as you take in the sights and sounds of the stream. Squeak's knowledge of the natural world is truly impressive, and your cheeks grow mildly sore from constant smiling while you cheerfully learn many sorts of new and interesting things about the plants and animals that call the stream home.

As you continue your journey down the stream, you come across a small waterfall, the water cascades gracefully over the smooth rocks. Squeak expertly navigates the boat through the gentle rapids, and you feel a thrill of excitement as you swoosh and bob along the flowing waves.

The stream surface on the other side of the gentle, barely protruding waterfall is glassy and the starlight is reflected off the surface of the water like a mirror. You feel sleepy and let out a big yawn. Squeak overhears your yawn and stalls the boat with a graceful swishing motion. "Want to head back for bed me laddie-o? I feel tired myself, let's continue our exploring another day and get some rest." You nod "OK." 

Squeak turns the boat around and paddles intensely with alternating strokes until the boat is safely back at it's mooring dock near the meadow pathway that leads back to the commune.

As you step out of the boat, you begin to hear the crickets chirping, and the air is filled with the scent of dry grass and late-summer wildflowers. You follow Squeak along the pathway - moonlight illuminating your course - while feeling grateful for the tranquil and intriguing journey down the stream.

When your head meets the soft milkweed fiber pillow back in your cozy little room at the commune, it isn't long before you fall asleep and have dreams untill morning of being surrounded by stars with a spirit of warm, soothing, loving kindness enveloping you.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 4 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

As you wake up the next morning, you are filled with a sense of excitement and anticipation for the day ahead. You stretch your limbs and take a deep breath, inhaling the fragrant aroma of the cedarwood and earthy, pleasant textiles that fill your room.

As you step out of your room, you are greeted by the warm morning sun and the sounds of the other mice stirring from their slumber. You make your way to the communal area, where a delicious vegetarian breakfast of sweet spelt bread, porridge and fresh fruit salad with honey crisp apples, raspberries, blueberries, peaches, wildflower blossoms and plums is being dished out. 

The air is filled with the scent of fresh fruit and cedarwood. As you take your seat at the long wooden table, Squeak passes you a steaming bowl of oats topped with fresh berries and a drizzle of honey. You thank him and take a bite, savoring the sweet and fruity flavors.

While you enjoy your breakfast, you watch a group of other mice gathered around a large piece of fabric stretched out on a wooden frame. One of them is intently focused on his work, carefully stitching and weaving together intricate patterns with vibrant threads. You recognize this as weaving, a cherished tradition in the commune.

In the center of the fabric you read:

"Pessimism is a spice that gives inner strife, yet optimism is a spice that can make things more nice."

You ponder the words embroidered on the fabric, then Squeak approaches you with a warm cup of herbal tea in his paws. He offers it to you with a kind smile, and you thank him as you take a sip.

The tea is fragrant and soothing, with a flavor of Spearmint, Yerba Maté and raw honey. You feel a sense of calm wash over you as you drink it, the warmth spreading through your body. As you watch the mouse working on the tapestry, you feel impressed by the skill and dedication. The mouse works in a way that is amusing and inexplicably pleasing to watch - his movements are performed swiftly and flowingly...

After helping with breakfast cleanup, you are assigned to train in weaving your own project. Chirp hands you a bundle of soft, vibrant threads and shows you the basic techniques used in weaving. As you work, you find yourself becoming more and more absorbed in the project, your mind clearing as you focus on the rhythm of the stitches.

The scent of herbs and wildflowers wafts through the air, mingling with the sound of the mice chattering and laughing as they work. 

As you weave, you gradually feel a sense of satisfaction and contentment. The repetitive motion of the weaving and the vibrant colors of the threads are soothing, and you find yourself losing track of time.

Hours pass, and your stomach growls. Auspiciously, Lily simultaneously announces the approach of lunchtime by sounding a metal triangle. The other mice begin to pack up their projects and gather in the communal area. 

A spread of organic freshly baked whole grain spelt bread, thick, hearty, salty onion lentil soup with beechnut oil, garlic and cilantro and tangy pickles is laid out on the table. At the end of the table two of the mice (Squeak and Doodles) are pouring out sweet rosehip cordial made from pink beach roses into enormous glazed red earthenware cups.

You take a seat and help yourself to an almost ridiculously huge steaming bowl of soup, the aroma of the garlic, onions and herbs is strongly enticing. As you eat, you intermittently chat with the other mice about your weaving project and share tips and tricks for creating intricate patterns.

After two bowls of the delectable soup, and heaps of the warm filling whole grain spelt bread, you feel pleasantly full. "This place really warms the soul!" You exclaim. The other mice all beam and Lily replies: "We're glad you feel good to be here, buddy!"

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 5 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

After lunch, you decide to take a break and stretch your legs. You wander through the commune, admiring the various crafting projects the mice have been working on. A group of mice are gathered around a table, painting delicate watercolor landscapes of the surrounding forests and streams.

As you approach, one of the mice - a small brown one with a paintbrush tucked behind her ear, looks up and smiles at you. "Hello there," she says with a beaming smile. "My name is Chuckles! Would you like to try your hand at painting?" You nod, and she hands you a paintbrush and a small piece of watercolor paper.

You wet the brush and swirl it in some light blue paint and carefully apply it to the paper, creating a serene representation of the sky. The mouse next to you, excited by your work, offers you a small tube of paint in a pleasant natural light shade of green. "This is our own creation," she says.

She explains that the mice have developed a unique process for creating their own watercolor paints using the pigments from crushed ochre stones, charcoal, dried beetroot, horsetail leaves, flowers and other natural materials found in the surrounding environment. Intrigued, you ask if you can learn about the process.

The small brown mouse leads you to a corner of the room, where a group of mice are grinding various materials into fine powders on metates and in mortars. They explain that the process of creating their own paints is a labor of love, requiring patience and attention to detail. The mice explain to you how they carefully select and prepare their materials, before grinding them into fine powder using their simple tools.

Once the coloring powder is ready, they mix it with a binder such as evergreen sap dissolved in 100 percent alcohol by volume brandy or white rice flour to create a smooth paste. The mouse offering the paint demonstrates the technique, using a small stone to grind some red ochre stones into a fine, vibrant powder. Once the powder is ready, she mixes it with a small amount of brandy sap binder and carefully applies it to a piece of watercolor paper.

The resulting paint is has a pleasantly natural, earthy hue to it. You feel impressed by the care and attention to detail that the mice put into their crafting. The small brown mouse, Chuckles, appreciates your interest in the paint and offers you a chance to create your own. She hands you a large granite mortar and pestle with a handful of dried beetroot chunks. "Give it a good long grind," she encourages.

You follow Chuckles' instructions and begin to grind the beetroot chunks with determination. The large mortar and pestle feels cool in your hands, and with each press and twist, the beetroot crumbles further into vibrant, deep, red wine burgundy colored granules and dust. The scent of earthy sweetness fills the air as you work.

After some time, you have successfully ground the beetroot into a fine, deep red-purple powder. Chuckles beams with pride as she sees your progress and offers you a small bowl of evergreen sap and brandy mixture. She instructs you to mix a bit of the binder with your beetroot powder to create your own paint. "This is the tricky part here," Chuckles explains: "You've got to get the proportions of the binder and pigments exactly right, or else the paint shall have low quality. - You only need a tiny bit of binder for this type of paint."

You carefully drip a small amount of the evergreen sap and brandy mixture to the beetroot powder, mixing it gently with the tip of a smoothed wooden stick. After you mix the ingredients, the mixture becomes a bowl of small crumbles. The color is a rich, deep red-purple, reminiscent of red wine and the evergreen brandy sap binder smells amazing.

Chuckles peers over your shoulder and examines your paint. "I think it's better if I do this part and you watch me because it's easy to mess-up this step of the process. You have to add exactly the perfect amount of binder to the pigments otherwise the paint will come out badly. Here let me have the seat and I'll show you."

Chuckles takes the bowl from you and begins to mix the powder and binder with expertise. You watch as she adds a few more drops of the evergreen sap and brandy mixture, carefully mixing it in until the powder is fully incorporated and the mixture has a smooth consistency.

"There you go, see how I only dripped in the brandy sap binder droplet by droplet and not too fast? That's how you do it."

Chuckles hands the bowl back to you, allowing you to feel the weight of the completed paint in your hands. The mixture is smooth and consistent, with no lumps or clumps to be found. The deep red-purple color is vibrant, and you feel happy in your accomplishment of learning this new skill.

Chuckles suggests, "Now that you have your own paint, why don't you give it a try on a piece of paper? It's always exciting to see the final result of your own hand crafted paint." You take the bowl with your newly created paint and assay it on the paper.

The paint glides smoothly from your brush, leaving a trail of deep, rich color in its wake. The hue is satisfyingly natural, with tones of red and purple. You think now is an opportune moment to finally make gifts to give to the other mice like you've been wanting to for the last few days, and after musing over what to make with your new paint for a while, you decide to make a bunch of cards with the words "You Matter" in bold, vibrant beetroot burgundy. You get to work with paper, paintbrush, paint and scissors and hours later you have a large collection of cards, each with a smiley face painted on it.

As you finish the last card, you feel a sense of accomplishment. The vibrant beetroot burgundy paint truly makes the words "You Matter" pop on each card. 

You decide to take a break and head outside for some fresh air. As you step outside, you are greeted by the mellow, warm air of the late afternoon. The sun is shining through the leaves of some beechnut trees across the common green, casting dappled, swaying shimmers of golden luminance over the field. You take a deep breath, filling your lungs with the fresh, pristine air.

As you walk along the banks of the nearby craig, you listen to the sound of the water gurgling - an earthy, natural aquatic murmur that soothes your soul. You see a group of mice a ways away gathered near a small outdoor wooden stage, lounging in the grass on their backs while a musician mouse plays a large handmade wooden block flute.

The flute's music fills the air, a series of trills and melodies that mimic the sound of birdsong but at a pleasantly much lower octave. The mice listen, lounging, as the musician plays a melody that speaks with no words of the beauty of the natural world around them...

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 6 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

You approach the group of mice, your footsteps swishing softly in the dried tall grass of the stream's bank. As you draw near, the musician mouse finishes their song to a smattering of applause from their comrades. You sit down on the green next to a small mouse with a piece of cloth on her lap, her nimble fingers working deftly with yarn and some kind of wooden peg.

Good Day!" You say with a smile. "I'm Velvet O'Starry-Glade of the western woods. I was recently invited to join the commune by Lily. I just got here a few days ago. May I ask what that is you're doing?" You ask.

"Oh, Good day! Newcomer! I'm Honeycomb! This is called Nalbinding, one of the most ancient textile arts in the world. I'm making socks out of yarn made from milkweed stalk fibers. Feel how soft this yarn is! Milkweed stalk yarn is softer than wool and it's so lovely to work with. This craft is highly amusing to me as it requires only a small wooden peg with a hole in it and yarn. The peg is sometimes called a Nalbinding Needle, although it won't prick you at all. See how it's dull on the end? My auntie Plumpop taught me this craft. One can make all sorts of things with Nalbinding, such as sweaters, blankets, clothes, bracelets, bags, scarves, mittens, and so on."

... "The difference with Nalbinding, unlike with knitting or crochet, is that the textile created does not fall apart when a stitch fails; it is a solid piece of textile. This technique forms a flexible, yet durable textile, formed of interlocking-loops. Nalbinding is great because it is a practical, easy and portable craft - you can take the supplies with you in a knapsack anywhere. It's a great way to pass the time if you get bored, really."

Honeycomb's face lights up as she explains the art of Nalbinding, her passion for the craft clear in her voice. The other mice in the group nod in agreement, "Aye! Nalbinding is great for relaxing your mind!" One mouse chimes in. "Look at this nalbound bracelet here that Honeycomb made for me!"

Another mouse proudly holds up a delicate bracelet - the milkweed yarn woven into intricate patterns and loops. The sun catches the piece. "That's lovely!" You remark, admiring the bracelet. "Would you mind if I tried my hand at nalbinding?" 

Honeycomb's face brightens even more at your interest. "Of course you can try, Velvet of Starry-Glade! I'd be delighted to teach you!" She rummages in her knapsack and pulls out another Nalbinding peg, a ball of milkweed yarn, a large rainbow painted tin, a few wooden cups and and a sealed jar. "Care for some sweet Anise Hyssop-Spearmint cordial and whole grain spelt Juneberry scones? I've got plenty!" 

Honeycomb opens the rainbow tin revealing a heap of a dozen or so baked pastries and opens the jar. "The cordial is lovely! Try it new friend!" She pours you a large cup of deep golden amber colored cordial, and holds the tin of scones toward you, welcomingly. "Take as many as you like, I can't finish them all myself, so dig in!" She says, smiling warmly. You are delighted as you stuff yourself with scone after scone, the cordial is a delicious healthy elixir that tastes somewhat like a botanical root beer but with raw honey and spearmint. You have never tasted such a delicious drink ever. 

You guzzle the foamy Anise Hyssop-Spearmint cordial, the unique blend of flavors delighting your taste buds. As you enjoy the drink, Honeycomb begins to teach you the basics of nalbinding. She shows you how to hold the peg and yarn, and how to create the first loop.

You watch attentively as Honeycomb demonstrates the technique, her nimble fingers moving with practiced ease as she forms loop after loop. The milkweed yarn glows softly in the sunlight, and you feel warm with content as you sit here, learning this ancient craft.

Eventually Honeycomb hands you the peg and yarn. You mimic Honeycomb's movements, trying to form the loops with the same grace and precision. At first, your attempts are clumsy and uneven, but with Honeycomb's patient guidance, you begin to improve.

As you continue to practice, you feel a sense of ease growing within you. The rhythm of nalbinding becomes meditative, and you find yourself lost in the repetitive motion of looping the yarn over the peg. Honeycomb smiles at your progress, offering words of encouragement and helpful tips.

After some time, you take a break from nalbinding to stretch your limbs and snack. Honeycomb offers you another scone and a cup of the refreshing cordial. You graciously accept, feeling warm from her hospitality.

As you savor each bite of the scone and sip the delightful cordial, you glance around the group and take in the scene before you. The mice are all bantering among each other, chatting and laughing on the green.

Some mice are engaged in their own crafting projects, while others are simply enjoying the warm sunshine and good company. You notice one mouse seems to be deeply focused - intently sketching in a small notebook.

You approach the introspective mouse and inquire about their drawing. The mouse looks up, surprised, and then smiles, revealing a set of small white teeth. "Oh, I'm just sketching some of the plants and herbs we've gathered for our dye pots," they explain, holding up the notebook for you to see.

The notebook is filled with intricate drawings of various plants and flowers, each one labeled with its common and Latin name. A page with a detailed drawing and description of the usefulness of Black Walnut for dying fabrics stands out to you. You're impressed by the level of detail and realism in the sketches, and you feel a sense of awe at the artist's talent.

You compliment the beautiful artwork, and the illustrator blushes, looking down at her paws modestly. "Thank you," she replies, "I've always had a fondness for drawing and painting. It's a way for me to connect with the natural world and to preserve the beauty of these plants for future generations. M'name's Pompom by the way!"

Pompom offers you her paw in a friendly gesture, and you shake it warmly, introducing yourself in return. The two of you chat amicably about your shared interest in the natural world and the beauty of plants. Pompom tells you about some nearby spots for foraging and painting, and you listen fondly with a slight smile.

As you continue to converse, you notice a group of mice gathering nearby, carrying baskets and tools. They seem to be preparing for a journey, and your curiosity is piqued. You ask Pompom about their plans, and she explains that they are heading upstream to an annual herb festival.

"The herb festival is a wonderful event where mice from all over the region come together to share their knowledge of herbs, wild plants, and vegetarian cuisine," Pompom says, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

"There will be workshops on identifying medicinal herbs, cooking demonstrations featuring unique vegetable varieties, live acoustic music, and even a quilters circle where participants can share their latest projects," she continues. "It's a celebration of community, art, and nature, and I wouldn't miss it for the world!"

The idea of attending an herb festival fills you with excitement, and you ask Pompom if you can join the group. She looks at the others, who nod in agreement, and then turns back to you with a warm smile. "Of course! We'd be unfair to not have you join us," she says. "It starts in a few days, but Peach and Butternut there with the baskets are going early as volunteers to help set up."

Pompom gestures to a pair of mice who are sorting through their baskets, checking the contents and arranging the tools. They look up and wave at you upon hearing their names. "Peach and Butternut are both experts in herbalism and wildcrafting, and they're always happy to share their knowledge with others."

You approach Peach and Butternut, who greet you warmly. Peach has a bright, cheerful demeanor and a pink nose, while Butternut is mildly chubby and more reserved, but has a kind, youthful and friendly energy in his eyes. 

You ask if you can help with the preparations, and the others are delighted to have your assistance.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 7 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Over the next few days, you work alongside Peach, Butternut, and the rest of the group, preparing for the "Glimmering Dew Music & Herb Festival." You help gather and sort through various herbs, wild plants, and vegetables, ensuring that everything is neatly organized and labeled.

You also assist in setting up the different stations for the workshops, including workshops on the identification of medicinal herbs, cooking demonstrations, the knitting circle, and the quilting workshops. The air is filled with excitement and anticipation as everyone works together, exchanging tips and stories about their experiences with herbs and wildcrafting.

As the day of the herb festival approaches, you can feel the buzz of excitement growing among the group. The sun rises on the day of the festival, casting a warm golden light over the landscape. The air is filled with the mouthwatering aroma of various vegetarian dishes, each stall in the food plaza featuring an array of herbs, wild plants, and unusual vegetables.

As you follow the scent, you come across a bustling marketplace filled with stalls offering a variety of goods. There are paintings of the local flora and fauna, intricately woven baskets, handcrafted musical instruments, wooden boxes, natural soaps, artistically decorated smoking pipes, and delicate tapestries adorning the stalls.

You approach one of the stalls, where a friendly-looking mouse is showcasing his hand-painted pottery. He notices your interest and offers to paint a special design for you as a gift.

You gladly accept the mouse's offer, and he begins to paint a beautiful scene of a tranquil forest, complete with various birds, trees, shrubs and other wild plants growing along the forest floor. The detail and care he puts into his work is impressive, and you watch in awe as the masterpiece comes to completion. 

You thank the kind countryside dwelling pot painter and meander your way to a wood fire grilled Zucchini stall where a spunky brown furred mouse sings aloud repeatedly:

"Getchyer yerself some Zooks, salted, seasoned and steaming hot! Buy yerself some Zooks - oiled 'n delectable, you'll regret if you do not!"

You buy a large pack of sea-salt & black pepper wood fire grilled Zucchini strips slathered in grapeseed oil and begin to chow down. They taste spectacular and you tell Lily that you've found your new favorite food with excitement. "May I try one?" Lily asks eagerly. "Of course, buddy!" You reply - holding out the wax paper lined basket of zucchini strips with a beaming grin. 

The festival is a vibrant scene of laughter, music, chatting and bantering. The music is almost jazzy but unlike anything else you've ever heard. The breeze is mellowly flowing and the chickadees are chirping in the trees. 

You and Lily spend almost all day together laughing and perusing the tents of various types of natural works of art. Lily reaches out and takes you by the hand and leads you through the crowds to a quiet place near where the meadow meets the balsam fir forest. "I'm so happy we live together now!" She tells you. You look each other in the eyes and Lily blushes.

"You matter and you are a blessing of a presence. I am so happy you're in my life, Velvet. Your sweetness, politeness and eagerness to clean up after yourself pleases me and I am so glad I met you." Lily shyly sweeps the ground back and forth with one foot pointed inwardly and looks down. She looks back up and your eyes meet again. There is an unusual, almost shy heat in her eyes. "You matter, Velvet. You matter! Don't forget that okay?"

"Okay, my buddy. Thank you my buddy!"

"Now I'm going to go get some more of those delicious wood fire grilled Zucchini strips and I guess I should say I'll see you later as I promised I would help Peach in the quilting presentation. You take care and stay safe and enjoy yourself, Velvet, my buddy."

"Okay, buddy" you reply. 

You and Lily part ways and you decide you would rather skip the quilting presentation to see what else is available at the festival.

By wandering throughout the festival you come upon an Herbalism presentation in a shaded tent where you learn about the goodness of Dandelion root as a remedy for indigestion caused by greasy food, the abundance of B vitamins in the foliage of the wild edible Chenopodium Album, the usefulness of distilled Pine sap essence as an all around super health tonic, the nausea relieving power of fresh Ginger root, as well as the intellectually enhancing and purifying effects of Pink Wooly Morning Glory seeds. You take thorough notes of all this in your notebook. 

After the presentation concludes, you decide to wander off to the nearby wild meadow for some fresh air and a rest from the frenzy of the crowded festival.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ Chapter 8 ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

The Shimmering Aspen leaves have only just  begun to turn golden yellow for the season, and the quaint, pleasant, natural woodsmoke wafting out of chimneys along the countryside is pleasant to your senses. The late summer wildflowers are still in bloom and you feel like you're in a blissful dream. 

The golden afternoon sunbeams shimmering through the leaves makes a beautiful glimmering dance of luminance on the grass, and the soulful jazzy melodies of a chalumeau player's solo can be heard faintly as you meander your way along the bank of a clear watered craig. 

As you walk a distance away from the festival for a short rest in the solace of solitude you muse on how you feel like you've grown so much inwardly over the last few weeks with the team at the commune, and you feel a mild euphoric warmth as you reflect on the niceness and friendliness of the mice from the farm, especially that of Lily. 

"It really is that friendliness, niceness, warmth and fairness are what we need," you think to yourself. "And following this warmth must be essential in the way to inner tranquility... You silently reflect on the notion that friendliness is like the goodness of the warmth of the harmonious beaming sun... The friendliness of the mice of the commune has been so pleasantly warm..." You think back to the lines of a poem you read on a Birch bark poster on the wall of the common room at the commune:

"To follow the warmth can set you free,
To be soul sunny can bring happy,
To feed the flames of what's friendly,
May be a blessing more than you see."

(End Of Volume 1).
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